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Two Smiles in Magdeburg Cathedral
Kōichi MOTOKI
 （Professor Emeritus）
　Magdeburg Cathedral is the archetype of a German Gothic church. In it there are two kinds of 
smiling figure. The first are the Wise Virgins and the Foolish Virgins of the Paradise Porch, carved ca. １２５０. 
The second are the devil figures in the choir stall, the ‘misericords’, made in the mid-１４th century.
　Gothic smiling figures spread from Reims Cathedral in France to Bamberg, Naumburg and 
Magdeburg in Germany. It seems that it was in Magdeburg Cathedral where the smiling figures 
appeared for the first time in wise/foolish virgin iconography.
　There are two reasons why smiling virgins appeared here. The first concerns the meaning of 
Magdeburg. Since Magd means ‘virgin’, Magdeburg is the ‘city of the virgin’. The coat of arms of 
Magdeburg, which predates the statues of the wise virgins, shows a virgin standing on a gate and was 
first recorded in １２４４. It can thus be presumed that the wise virgins suggest the city of Magdeburg.
　The second reason is due to a female mystic, Mechthild von Magdeburg, who inspired many pious 
women. She saw many visions, including vivid visions of virgins. These visions are said to resemble the 
wise virgins of Magdeburg Cathedral and Mechthild must have seen the statues.
　The choir of Magdeburg Cathedral was finished and consecrated in １３６３, after which ５６ choir stalls 
were installed. The misericords were decorated in four themes: evangelists and prophets; chanters; 
virtue and vice; and demonic masks. In the misericords many devils emerge, always smiling. Gluttony 
（Gula） shows a lady in the middle and a devil on the left, smiling with a big opened mouth. In stall １, 
a chanter sits and prays to the right, where an angel hovers. A devil on the left also smiles.
　Jacques de Vitry, a １３th century French preacher, told of a devil, named Tutivillus, who is said to 
record choir chatter. It was said Tutivillus would show these records at the Last Judgment, where it 
would become evidence for the fall into hell. Statues of Tutivillus appear in the choir screen of Bonn 
Münster and in the capital of the west porch of Maria Laach Abbey church. They hold a pen in their 
right hand and are writing on parchment, smiling. The devil in stall １ of Magdeburg Cathedral looks 
like Tutivillus writing, happily recording choir chatter.
